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ABSTRACT 
Growing community concerns about the ecological, social, cultural and economic impact of housing and 
urban projects poses new challenges for those who have to deliver them. It is important that these 
concerns are addressed as part of the community engagement processes on projects. Community 
engagement is traditionally perceived as the purview of planners and disconnected from the building 
construction process. This is despite most project approval processes mandating on-going community 
engagement over the project’s entire lifetime. There is evidence that point to a culture of ambiguity and 
ambivalence among building professionals about their roles, responsibilities and expectations of 
community engagement during the construction phase of projects. This has contributed to a culture of 
distrust between communities and the construction industry.  There is a clear need to build capacity 
among building professionals to empower them as active participants in community engagement 
processes which can promote better project outcomes and minimise delays and conflicts. This paper 
describes a process that utilises the Theory of Planned Behaviour as a framework to equip building 
professionals with the skills they need to engage effectively with local communities during the 
construction phase of projects. 
Keywords: community; engagement; project; construction industry; Theory of Planned Behaviour. 
INTRODUCTION 
The construction industry plays an important role in the delivery of critical housing and urban 
infrastructure projects in both developed and developing economies around the world as they 
respond to challenges such as population growth, urbanisation, demographic change, affordable 
housing supply and emerging issues such as climate change (CoA, 2010; UNDP, 2011). It is 
important that these projects are delivered in consultation, rather than in conflict, with 
communities (WRI, 2007; UN-Habitat, 2008). The local community is an important stakeholder 
whose interest in a proposed project is linked to their direct experience of the potential risks and 
impacts arising from it (Baxter et al., 1999; Green, 2005). A stakeholder is defined as “a person 
or group of persons who has a vested interest in the success of a project and the environment 
within which the project operates” (Olander, 2007: 279). While there is a growing body of work 
within construction management on stakeholders such as local communities, these have mainly 
focused on methodologies for mapping, ranking and analysing stakeholder by their perceived 
interest, importance and ability to influence, and how these stakeholders can be effective 
managed to ensure project success (Olander, 2007; Olander and Landin, 2008; Chinyio and 
Olomolaiye, 2010). Local communities then, are often presented as one of a variety of 
stakeholders on a project, albeit as a problematic stakeholder that needs to be ‘managed’, rather 
than a resource.   
Community concerns, even on the most seemingly innocuous projects, often have the potential to 
escalate into protest where communities and activist groups perceive a proposed project as 
detrimental to local community interests or values (Crowther and Cooper, 2002). Sapountzaki 
(2007) found that while housing and urban infrastructure projects can serve important local and 
national needs, they can become a site of contestation reflecting a conflict between the provision 
of a ‘public good’ determined at a national or metropolitan scale and the perceived impacts of 
those decisions at the neighbourhood level (WRI, 2007). Avoiding such conflicts and their 
significant costs to communities, industries and governments is critical to creating socially 
cohesive, healthy and sustainable communities.  
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT DURING THE CONSTRUCTION PHASE OF 
PROJECTS 
While a rich tradition of research and intellectual frameworks exist in the fields of urban 
geography, urban planning and sociology to understand and manage community concerns during 
the pre-development approval stages of new housing and urban infrastructure projects (for 
example: Hackworth, 2006), theoretical frameworks guiding thinking during the construction 
stages tend to dismiss community concerns as irrational, uninformed, ignorant or driven by 
nostalgia (McManus, 2002; Cleland and Ireland, 2007).The common assumption in construction 
management literature is that communities have been consulted during the pre-development 
approval stages of projects and that no further consultation is required during the construction 
stages (Teo, 2010; Murray and Dainty, 2009). Currently, community engagement is perceived as 
the responsibility of planners and is often neglected by the many building professionals such as 
consultants, engineers, project managers and subcontractors involved during the construction 
phase of projects (Akbar and Rasul, 2011). Yet in reality, residual community concerns from 
pre-development stages often continue into construction stages (WRI, 2007). Furthermore, new 
community concerns can emerge during construction as the scale and nature of development 
becomes physically evident on site and as major decisions continue to be made, sometimes over 
many years, which have significant potential community impacts.  
The perception of community irrelevance, which persists within the construction management 
literature, has created a significant gap in theory and knowledge which, in contrast to urban 
planning research, maintains a poorly conceptualised understanding of community engagement 
in this field. Consequently, while government approval procedures provide opportunities for 
community engagement on proposed developments during planning stages, they rarely flow-
through to the construction stages, where frustrated and resentful communities are too often 
forced to engage in protest (Teo and Loosemore, 2009; 2010a; 2010b). Community engagement 
is often outsourced to public relations practitioners separating building professionals from the 
communities in which they build. Indeed, building professionals are currently intellectually ill-
equipped to understand and manage community concerns due to a lack of understanding of 
community engagement process and techniques and how these can be applied in a real life 
context. Without guiding theoretical frameworks, the many professionals involved in the 
construction stages of these projects can inadvertently escalate these disputes (Teo, 2009). 
Indeed, Hamstead et al. (2008: 142) suggest that when used effectively, community engagement 
processes can be a valuable part of project planning and development processes in the following 
ways: 
 Inform about process and resource 
 Build capacity and awareness 
 Gain local knowledge of resources and use 
 Understand values, concerns and aspiration 
 Seek alternatives and solutions, test options 
 Identify and agree on appropriate criteria 
 Improve the decision or outcome 
 Gain acceptance of the decision 
 Build relationships 
 Resolve or reduce conflict 
In Australia, there is evidence to suggest that community engagement is largely excluded from 
the curriculum at tertiary level or industry-based continuing education classes (Akbar and Rasul, 
2011). The lack of inclusion of community engagement in the curriculum would seem to reflect 
current construction industry mindset about the irrelevance of community engagement in a real 
life context. Indeed, it is unclear how building professionals currently working in the 
construction industry are learning about the practice of community engagement, what their 
attitudes, behaviours and knowledge base are or what these professionals perceive are their roles 
and responsibilities to community engagement. This is a significant research gap that needs to be 
addressed as there is evidence from other fields such as health to suggest that knowledge 
dissemination alone will have limited effectiveness as“the provision of accurate information is 
no guarantor of wise judgments, nor is misinformation necessarily a precursor of bad decisions” 
(Ajzen et al., 2011: 101).  
It is the aim of this paper to propose a framework to better understand current attitudes, 
behaviours and knowledge base on community engagement among building professionals. An 
understanding of this will guide the development of targeted educational programs that combines 
knowledge with strategies to overcome any potential industry cynicism, attitudes and barriers. 
THE THEORY OF PLANNED BEHAVIOUR 
One useful approach for understanding how building professionals’ attitudes, behaviours and 
knowledge base shape their willingness to engage with communities is the theory of planned 
behaviour. The theory of planned behaviour states that a person’s intention to perform or not 
perform a behaviour is the best predictor of that behaviour (Ajzen & Fishburn, 1980; Casper, 
2007; Ajzen et al., 2011). Intention is the function of three conceptually independent factors, one 
personal in nature, the second reflecting social influence, and the third is the degree of perceived 
behavioural control. (Ajzen, 1989). The personal factor is the individual’s positive or negative 
evaluation of the behaviour, that is their attitude towards the behaviour and are based on salient 
beliefs or knowledge and the perceived outcome about performing the behaviour.  The second 
determinant is the person’s perception of social pressure felt by him to perform, or not perform 
the behaviour and is termed subjective norms (Ajzen et al., 2011). The third antecedent of 
intention is the degree of perceived behaviour control and refers to the person’s self-assessment 
of his capability or skill and the opportunity to perform the behaviour. Combined together, 
attitude towards behaviour, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control can predict 
behavioural intent with a degree of accuracy (Ajzen, 1989; Casper, 2007). Consequently, the 
more favourable the attitude and subjective norms with respect to a behaviour, and the greater 
the perceived behavioural control, the stronger would be an individual’s intention to perform the 
behaviour under consideration. A schematic representation of the theory of planned behaviour is 











Figure 1 The Theory of Planned Behaviour  
(Source: Ajzen 1991: 182) 
 
The theory of planned behaviour has been used in over 600 empirical studies and remains one of 
the most influential models for predicting behaviour and change over the past 20 years (Frances 
et al., 2004; Casper, 2007; Ajzen et al., 2011). It is a useful conceptual framework in this paper 
as it allows an understanding of building professionals’ attitudes, norms and perceived 



















information obtained can help educators target their communication strategy and content 
delivery more effectively so as to strengthen building professional’s intention and willingness to 
engage with communities during the construction phase of projects. Indeed, communication 
strategies informed by the theory of planned behaviour has had some success in effecting 
behavioural changes in areas such as health risk and environmental waste issues and may be well 
suited to achieving the aim of this paper (Taylor and Todd, 1995; Teo et al., 2000; Casper, 2007).  
METHOD 
Data will be collected using an elicitation survey to provide insights into building professionals’ 
knowledge base and engagement practices with community groups, their attitudes and 
behavioural intent towards community engagement, and experiences of and responses to 
community interactions and tactics. A total of 20 questions will be asked to assess each of the 
theory’s major constructs: Attitude, perceived norm, perceived behavioural control, and intention. It 
include statements such as “I will in the next three months engage with the local community to 
keep them informed about the construction project” and will be measured using a rating scale of 
1 to 7. Our sample will include a wide range of building professionals including consultants, 
engineers, project managers, site managers, contracts administrators, subcontractors and those in 
community liaison roles, with the aim of including those working for the main firms involved in 
the design, construction and operation of housing and urban infrastructure projects across New 
South Wales, Queensland and Victoria. A survey sample of approximately 300 professionals is 
targeted, gaining access through the membership lists of the professional bodies such as The 
Chartered Institute of Building, Australian Institute of Building and Royal Institution of 
Chartered Surveyors etc.. The survey data will be analysed for significant associations using 
occupation as the key variable. Frequency analyses will be computed for each variable and the 
chi-square 'goodness of fit' test will be used to measure how close observed frequencies of 
occurrences were to expected frequencies. Finally, a 'one-way ANOVA test' will be used for 
rating scale data for testing the equality between sample means. The survey results obtained will 
inform how knowledge on community engagement should be communicated and delivered in an 
educational context so as to mitigate any disadvantages, barriers or challenges perceived.  This 
will include presenting relevant research findings designed to “correct mistaken beliefs, 
testimonials from significant people and organisations to maximise social approval, and 
resources and opportunities to promote perceived control” (Casper, 2007: 1325) in a way that 
strengthens building professionals’ intention and willingness to engage with communities during 
the construction phase of projects.  
CONCLUSION 
This paper argues that building professionals urgently need to acquire skills to better engage with 
communities during the construction phase of projects. The development of educational 
programs on community engagement will need to consider current attitudes, behaviours and 
knowledge base of building professionals for maximum effectiveness. Using the theory of 
planned behaviour, and the elicitation survey as a tool, educators can gain insights that will help 
them combine knowledge with an effective communication strategy to overcome any potential 
industry cynicism, attitudes and barriers in a way that strengthens building professionals’ 
intention and willingness to engage with communities during the construction phase of projects. 
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